Abstract. The common occurrence of adoption among birds and mammals presents evolutionary biologists with an explanatory challenge. The benefits to adoptees are self-evident, but the benefits to the adopter(s), the origin of the set of behaviours that constitute 'adoptive' behaviour, and the conditions for its spread in populations are not always clear. Explanations in terms of direct and indirect benefits to adopters and adoptees, and in terms of conflict between them have been suggested to account for the current functions and the evolutionary origin of 'adoptive' behaviour. In this paper we emphasize one aspect of the parenting behaviour associated with adoption that has been neglected: we suggest that adoption in birds and mammals is a route for the transfer of learnt information through social learning of patterns of behaviour, including styles of parenting. By using simple models we show that learning parenting from non-parents may provide additional opportunities for the spread of the 'adoptive' behaviour itself, even when it has no selective advantage. We also offer an additional explanation for the adaptive significance of adoption for both adopters and adoptees. Our 'match-making' hypothesis suggests that in some cases, by adopting foreign young, parents provide their genetic young with future ecologically compatible, but genetically unrelated, mates.
Until 15 years ago, there were relatively few field and theoretical studies on adoption, although instances of adoption have been reported in over 120 species of mammal, and over 150 species of bird (Riedman 1982; Boness 1990) . Because of the seemingly extreme altruistic nature of adoption, it was common to interpret adopting behaviour as a result of reproductive error, that is, of parental mistakes in the recognition of their young (Andersson & Eriksson 1982; Riedman 1982) or, in failed breeders, of the inability of parents to resist adoption because of a non-adaptive residual hormone titre that primes them to care (Riedman 1982; Birkhead & Nettleship 1984) . Although reproductive error may be a satisfactory explanation in some instances, parents in some species adopt young after the development of parentoffspring recognition (e.g. Choudhury et al. 1993; Williams 1994) and often successful breeders adopt additional young. Moreover, studies of 'adoptive' behaviour show that it is not a uniform pattern of behaviour. Adoption by a replacement parent, by failed reproducers, by taking over a whole brood (brood amalgamation), and by successful reproducers assuming full responsibility for a single (or few) foreign young, are very different behaviour patterns, which sometimes require distinct adaptive explanations (Riedman 1982; Rohwer 1986; Pierotti 1991) . There are also important differences in the significance of adoption for adopters of precocial, semi-precocial and altricial young.
Rohwer (1986) and Pierotti (1991) considered infanticide and adoption as opposite consequences of evolutionary conflicts. Rohwer reviewed adoption and infanticide by replacement-parents (foster parents) in birds with altricial young and biparental care, which he interpreted as manifestations of male-female conflict (Rohwer
